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      To Betty and David,
from your neighbour Margaret

      
   



      
      
      One

      
      ‘I’ve got an important mission,’ said Mark to his family at the dinner table. ‘I have to stay up till midnight. No. I’ve changed
         my mind. That’s not long enough. I need to stay up all night!’
      

      
      Dad winked at Meg and Mike, as their little brother bent his head to slurp up some more chicken noodle soup.

      
      ‘Isn’t it a bit early to try and catch Santa coming down the chimney?’ Dad said quietly. ‘It’s only September.’

      
      
      ‘Daaad. I know about Santa!’ Mark slurped up more noodles.
      

      
      ‘It’s not Halloween,’ said Meg. ‘So there’s no use waiting up for trick-or-treaters.’

      
      ‘And there isn’t a lunar eclipse.’ Mike helped himself to more bread.

      
      ‘I haven’t heard of any comets tonight or space shuttles going past,’ said Mum, ‘so why do you have to stay up all night?’

      
      ‘Oscar,’ said Mark with his mouth full of noodles.

      
      ‘Oscar the owl? What’s he got to do with it?’ Dad suddenly looked up from his plate.

      
      ‘I’m doing a project on owls and I’m the only kid in the class who owns one. So I have to observe him. I can’t do it in the
         daytime because he’s asleep. Well, I did—but it was boring. I’ve used the video camera and taken heaps of footage, but the
         only movement I could get was his feathers ruffling a bit, and the only sound that got picked up was Oscar snoring.’
      

      
      
      ‘Owls don’t snore,’ Mike scoffed. ‘They hoot, but they don’t snore.’

      
      ‘They do so. Oscar does. It’s sort of a grunt and a groan, and seeing as he’s asleep, I figure it’s an owl-snore.’

      
      Meg looked crossly at Mark. ‘Whether Oscar snores or not isn’t important. What is more important is that you’ve been messing
         around in the shed all morning instead of doing your chores! No wonder I had to finish your work as well as mine.’
      

      
      ‘I did so do my chores.’ Mark put on his innocent expression. ‘Someone else must’ve come along and mucked up my work.’
      

      
      ‘You did not!’
      

      
      ‘Did so!’

      
      ‘Did not!’

      
      ‘That’ll do,’ said Mum. ‘Mark, even if you’re doing school projects, you still have to share in the work round here. You know
         that.’
      

      
      ‘It’s not fair!’ Mark stuck out his lower lip. ‘Don’t you want me to be top of the school?Don’t you want me to go to brainy camp like Boris?’

      
      Boris tried not to laugh. He was having lunch at the Greens’ because it was Saturday. He’d seen Mark sneak into the shed with
         the camera, so he’d peeped round the door. He’d seen him up the ladder trying to film Oscar asleep. And trying to coax him
         into waking up!
      

      
      In a few years, Mark would probably be selected to go to the Gifted and Talented camp, or ‘brainy camp’, as he called it,
         because he was quite clever. But right now, he had to help with the chores at Animal Haven, brainy or not. Everyone had to help. While Mark hated doing them, though, Boris would’ve happily left home and moved in with the Greens if he’d been
         allowed to. He loved all the work round the place—especially when it involved caring for his camel, Carol. Raking hay, carting
         feed for the animals, cleaning out cages, sweeping floors, emptying water containers and helping feed the babies was fun.
      

      
      Dad looked across the table at Mark. ‘If you want to do an owl project, you can get information from the library and you can download facts and pictures from the net.
         You don’t have to stay up all night, following Oscar. In fact, you’d need wings to do it. He covers a pretty big territory
         in his night-hunting.’
      

      
      ‘How do you know that?’ Mark looked suspicious. ‘Have you been up one night to follow Oscar too? Huh?’

      
      ‘I’ve got better things to do than follow an owl through the forest in the middle of the night,’ said Dad. ‘But other owls
         live across the creek on one side and down near Grey River. In fact, I think that’s where Oscar’s got a girlfriend and some
         babies.’
      

      
      ‘Yeah?’ Mark’s eyes lit up. ‘That would make a really good video, Dad. Baby owls. Like I said, he only moved a bit when I
         blew on his ears.’
      

      
      ‘What?’ Dad looked amazed. ‘You blew in Oscar’s ears?’

      
      ‘I blew on his ears. I had to make him move a bit, otherwise he was going to look like he was dead. You know, like one of those stuffed owls in a museum.’
      

      
      ‘How did you know where his ears were?’ asked Mum with a frown. ‘And did he move?’

      
      ‘Well, I thought his ear-holes would be about the same place as Eddy’s. And he jumped up in the air when I blew on his right
         ear, so I knew I’d hit the right spot.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll bet he did,’ giggled Meg.

      
      ‘You must’ve been high up on the ladder,’ said Mum. ‘And you’ve been told not to climb ladders without someone else around.’

      
      ‘There was someone else around—Oscar.’
      

      
      ‘Oscar’s feathers are positioned to funnel sounds into his ears, and his ears are sensitive. And extra super-sensitive to
         having air blown into them,’ said Dad. ‘Please don’t blow into his ears again, Mark. He could get quite angry and give you
         a savage peck, and he’d have every right!’
      

      
      ‘How would you like having your ear blown into?’ said Mike, and, taking a huge lungful of air, he blew into Mark’s right ear.

      
      
      ‘Ouch. That hurt!’ Mark screwed up his face.

      
      ‘It couldn’t have hurt that much, because it bypassed your brain and came out the other side,’ Mike said seriously.

      
      ‘Stop teasing him,’ Dad said. ‘But you didn’t like having air blown into your ear, and neither does Oscar.’

      
      Mark quickly changed the subject. ‘I wish I could funnel the outside of my ears like an owl does with his feathers.’

      
      He wiggled his earlobes with his fingers to see if he could do it and only succeeded in sticking a bit of noodle from the
         back of his hand onto his right ear.
      

      
      ‘You look like you’ve got a worm coming out,’ Boris said as everyone laughed.

      
      Of course Mark was pleased that he was the centre of attention, so he grabbed some more noodles and stuffed them in his ears.

      
      ‘I’ve got a worm farm in my ears,’ he said.

      
      ‘Oh, yuck!’ Meg shook her head in disgust.

      
      ‘That’s enough,’ said Mum. ‘You know you’re not allowed to play with your food. Behave yourself or leave the table.’
      

      
      Mark immediately pushed his chair away and stood up.

      
      ‘Where do you think you’re going?’ Dad frowned.

      
      ‘Mum said I had to leave the table.’

      
      ‘I said if you don’t behave yourself you can leave.’

      
      ‘So? I’m leaving.’

      
      ‘What? With chocolate mousse for pudding?’ said Meg cunningly. She knew what it was because she’d made it.

      
      Mark sat down again. ‘I’ll stay,’ he said, as if he was doing them all a big favour. ‘Back to owls,’ he said. ‘Why can’t I
         take my bike and track Oscar with a spotlight?’
      

      
      ‘Through the forest? In the dark? Are you mad?’ said Mike. ‘You’ll be watching Oscar and then you’ll crash into a tree. Or
         you’ll ride your bike into the river. Or over a snake. Or—’
      

      
      ‘Tell you what,’ said Dad. ‘If you finish your chores properly today, then I’ll take you all tonight in the van to do some owl-spotting. It’s time I did a check-up on those southern boobooks.’
      

      
      ‘Oscar’ll like that,’ said Boris. ‘He’s desperate for some attention.’

      
      ‘Like someone else round here,’ said Mike, nudging Meg.

      
      Mark pretended not to notice. ‘Why’s Oscar desperate for attention? He didn’t want to wake up for me and star in my video
         about owls. Are you sure?’
      

      
      ‘Well, I know he’s a bit bored with being a nocturnal bird,’ Boris said.

      
      ‘What do you mean?’ asked Dad. ‘You’ve never mentioned that you’ve been having heart-to-heart talks with Oscar.’

      
      ‘He wants to quit flying at night,’ said Boris. ‘He wants to be a day-bird.’

      
      ‘What?’ Dad’s eyes nearly popped out of his head. ‘An owl that wants to be awake in the day-time and asleep at night? That’s
         impossible.’
      

      
      ‘You know how Eddy zooms round the countryside sticking his beak into everything, and always knows what’s going on? Well, Oscar sort of does that too, only at
         night-time. The big problem is that there’s not much going on after dark, except for prowling foxes and feral cats, koalas
         and possums leaping from tree to tree, and other owls searching for native rats and mice. Oscar really feels that he’s missing
         out on life. In fact, he’s quite depressed.’
      

      
      Oscar depressed?

      
      The Greens looked at each other. That didn’t sound too good. The aim of Animal Haven was to provide a happy, safe environment
         for all the creatures that lived there.
      

      
      And if they had an unhappy owl, there was a job for the Angels to do.

      
      Their mission? To make Oscar happy!

   



      
      
      Two

      
      After lunch, they all went out to inspect Oscar, who was asleep and perched high up on his special rafter in the shed.

      
      He sensed their presence, opened his eyes and blinked at them as if to say, What’s going on? Is it National Owl Day or something?

      
      ‘Boris told us you’re a bit depressed so we thought we’d cheer you up,’ said Mark solemnly. ‘Would you like to see me do some
         handstands or wiggle my ears? Or I could sing you a song.’
      

      
      Oscar blinked again.

      
      
      ‘I don’t think he’s quite in the mood for handstands,’ said Boris.

      
      ‘Do you think I should get Uncle Pete to look at him?’ asked Dad anxiously. ‘He seems a bit—well—droopy is the word.’
      

      
      ‘He’s half-asleep, dear.’ Mum looked up at Oscar. ‘He’s not moulting; in fact his feathers are nice and shiny. And he’s not
         been scratching, so he can’t have too many lice, if any. On top of that he’s quite plump, so I don’t think it’s anything physical.’
      

      
      By now Oscar was wide awake. He seldom got a bunch of visitors in the middle of the day, especially ones who were so interested
         in him. He fluffed up his feathers and preened to show that he appreciated their attention.
      

      
      Meanwhile Boris was trying to send some thoughts to Oscar, mainly to let him know that Dad wanted to follow him and get some
         information for the Department of Natural Resources and Environment data banks about the local owls and also for Mark’s owl
         project. And he wanted to know whether it would be all right if the Angels and Mark came along for the ride.
      

      
      What he got back was a picture of a daytime flying owl soaring through the blue skies with Eddy the cheeky cockatoo.

      
      Boris sighed. ‘He still wants to be a day-bird.’

      
      Dad scratched his head. ‘Well, we can’t stop him doing his own thing. If he wants to fly and hunt in the daytime and sleep
         at night, it’s weird, but that’s his choice.
      

      
      ‘But if he decides to fly around now, then he’ll want to sleep tonight,’ said Mum. ‘And that means that you can’t follow him
         and check on all the other owls, because they’ll be asleep in broad daylight. Can he wait for one more day?’
      

      
      Oscar stared at them, unblinking, with his big yellow eyes as Boris relayed the message.

      
      ‘He says he’s waited this long, so one more day won’t matter,’ Boris reported, as Oscar suddenly closed his eyes, tucked his
         head down onto his chest and went back to sleep.
      

      
      
      ‘I honestly don’t know how he’s going to stay awake all day and sleep at night,’ grinned Dad as they left the shed. ‘He’s
         programmed to be a nocturnal bird. It’s in his genetic makeup. Plus his food supply moves about at night. But, like a lot
         of the creatures around here, he’s stubborn, and once he gets an idea into his head, that’s it.’
      

      
      ‘It’d be great for my project if he was a day-bird,’ said Mark. ‘I could do a whole video of him riding on Carol’s hump and
         doing loop-the-loops with Eddy and divebombing Elsie from the clothesline, and swimming with the ducks and—’
      

      
      ‘Hang on,’ Mike laughed. ‘He’s an owl; not a professional performer or stuntman.’
      

      
      ‘I think your filming should reflect his personality,’ said Mum, looking serious. ‘Owls are supposed to be full of wisdom;
         the wisest birds on this planet.’
      

      
      ‘So how do I make Oscar act wise?’

      
      ‘Put a judge’s wig on his head,’ giggled Meg.

      
      ‘Then he’d look stupid, not wise.’

      
      
      ‘Why don’t you go and look up owls on the computer? Then you might get some good ideas. That is, after you’ve finished your
         work,’ said Dad.
      

      
      ‘Aw, Dad…’

      
      Meg looked at Mike and Boris. ‘If we help you do your chores,’ she said to Mark, ‘will you work really hard and not slack
         off for the rest of the week?’
      

      
      ‘I promise.’ Mark licked his finger and held it up straight in the air. ‘I, Mark Green, do solemnly promise to do my chores
         for the whole of this week.’
      

      
      ‘And not slack off.’

      
      ‘And not slack off,’ he repeated.

      
      Unfortunately, Mark wasn’t really good at keeping promises, but the family kept working on him to honour his word.

      
      ‘Right. Let’s get stuck into the work,’ said Boris. ‘Carol’s busting for her run on the beach and we still haven’t finished
         weeding and digging over the vegie patch so it’s ready to plant the summer stuff your mum wants put in.’
      

      
      
      They all got stuck into the vegie garden. There were some winter carrots, parsnips and turnips to dig out and then manure
         to dig in, ready for the corn and bean seeds and the tomato, lettuce, and capsicum seedlings that would be planted.
      

      
      ‘There are far more jobs to do this time of the year,’ said Mike. ‘Animals out of winter hibernation that need rescuing, baby
         birds crash-diving out of nests, weeds growing like mad, the lawn needs mowing twice a week instead of once. It’s all systems
         go!’
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